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On Aug. 28, the government issued a decree transforming about 80,000 ha. of the last tropical
rainforest in North America into a national reserve. The presidential decree prohibits logging and
other commercial activities in the Lacandon rainforest, but does permit long-established indigenous
communities in the area to use resources for their own needs. Homero Aridjis, a poet and novelist
who leads the Group of 100 an environmental lobby group , said the Lacandon, which borders
Guatemala, contains hundreds of Mayan archeological sites as well as endangered species. Aridjis
stated that the forest has been disappearing at a rate of 3.5% per year. He added, "We estimate
that the rainforest has shrunk by 70% in the last 30 years, mostly due to logging and clearing for
farming." According to Aridjis, other protected areas are still under attack from poachers and illegal
logging. Consequently, regarding the future of the Lacandon, he said, "I'll be skeptical until I see
how this is enforced." Mexican officials recently scrapped plans to build a hydroelectric dam on
the Usumacinta River, which was a major artery of Mayan civilization during the first thousand
years after the birth of Christ. The Lacandon contains thousands of endangered animal and plant
species, including jaguars, tapirs, ocelots, macaws and spider monkeys. In 1970, about 5,000 people
lived in the Lacandon, compared to an estimated 300,000 at present. Growing conflict between
indigenous communities and farmers and ranchers in the area has sometimes led to violence. Civil
war in neighboring Guatemala has contributed to environmental destruction. Refugees have poured
across the border, and several confrontations between the Mexican and Guatemalan armies have
occurred. Drug traffickers also use the area to ship drugs through Mexico from Guatemala. Poachers
capture macaws, monkeys and other endangered animals for sale to foreigners. Rare animals can
fetch $10,000 or more in clandestine markets in Tijuana and elsewhere. (Source: Associated Press,
08/24/92)
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